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Abstract 
 
The current study tracks the drinking behaviour of new police recruits from their first day 
in the academy, after six months training, through to one year into training (N = 177). 
Drinking behaviour was assessed with the AUDIT, a well researched instrument for 
assessing risk of harm from drinking behaviour. The results showed that recruits risk of 
harm from alcohol consumption increased as their training progressed. These findings, 
based on a longitudinal methodology suggest that the police service and training process 
introduces recruits into a culture of alcohol consumption which may impact on their 
individual consumption levels. 
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Does joining the police service drive you to drink? 
A longitudinal study of the drinking habits of police recruits. 
The detrimental effects of alcohol on general well being and performance is now 
well documented. In an organisational environment the negative consequences of alcohol 
can be a major problem. Industry can pay a high price for alcohol misuse through lowered 
productivity, and through increased absenteeism, accidents, health and welfare costs 
(NHMRC, 1997). Within the context of policing, the potential for serious consequences of 
alcohol abuse are obvious. Policing is an occupation, with high levels of public authority, 
accountability and responsibility. They are also often in situations which are dangerous or 
hazardous to themselves and members of the public (Fenlon, Davey & Mann, 1997). 
Policing can require fast reflexes and quick thinking. Excessive alcohol consumption or 
even just hangover effects can impede reaction time, can cause thinking and co-ordination 
to become sluggish and may lead to aggressive behaviour particularly in the presence of 
threat (Taylor, Gammon & Capasso, 1976, Lemon et al., 1993). Hence the presence of 
alcohol, even low levels of residual alcohol, can impact greatly on police work. This may 
lead to the police officer themselves or members of the public unnecessarily being put at 
risk.  
Much anecdotal evidence has suggested that as a high stress occupation police are 
at an increased risk of excessive alcohol consumption (McNeil & Wilson, 1993). In this 
light there has been a move to research alcohol consumption and the policing occupation.  
The research that has been done has come primarily from three sources: studies 
comparing police to other groups, studies comparing police to the general community and 
internal investigations. Such studies have suggested that around 25% of the police force 
show alcohol related problems (Kroes, 1976), many drink on duty (Vaan Raalte, 1979), 
and have higher rates of consumption than the general population (Violanti, Marshall & 
Howe, 1985). Unfortunately many studies into alcohol consumption within police 
organisations have been conducted on very small samples, have relied on internal 
information or anecdotal evidence or have lacked adequate comparison data. Several 
authors have questioned the validity of such studies (e.g. McNeil & Wilson, 1993). 
More recently a number of studies have been undertaken to examine the 
occupation of policing in Australia. This work has begun to develop a small body of 
information on the nature and prevalence of drinking and aspects of the police work 
environment that may contribute to drinking by some of its members.  A recent survey of 
4193 Australian state police personnel revealed that while 65% were at low risk of 
hazardous alcohol consumption, 32% were at risk of harmful alcohol consumption and a 
further 3% showed a risk of alcohol dependence (Davey, Obst & Sheehan, 2000a). A 
more in depth study of 749 officers from an Australian state police service also found that 
over 35% of the sample reported drinking at levels which indicated a risk of harmful 
consequences (Davey, Obst & Sheehan, 2000b). In the same study 23% of the sample 
reported being affected by co-workers drinking in some way during the previous year and 
fourteen percent stated that drinking outside work hours had affected their work 
performance at least once in the last year. 
 A survey of 852 NSW police found that 48 per cent of policemen and 40 per cent 
of policewomen drank alcohol excessively through both problematic drinking and by 
binge drinking (Richmond, Wodak, Kehoe & Heather, 1998). These latest figures are 
considerably higher than for the general population, with recent ABS data showing 10.5 
per cent of men and 7 per cent of women drink excessively (National Drug Strategy, 
1996).  
Elliott and Shanahan (1994) found, in a survey of 555 sergeants and senior 
sergeants in the Victorian Police Service, that 41% reported drinking on working days. 
McNeill and Wilson (1993) undertook a nation wide survey of 895 police officers and 
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found that although police reported drinking less frequently than the general Australian 
population when they did drink, they drank significantly more in a session. Binge 
drinking was also found to be more prevalent within the police sample than in the general 
population.  
A study of 400 Northern Territory Police officers (Daulby, 1991) found 28% 
consumed alcohol at levels rated as moderate risk by the National Health and Medical 
Research Council. A further 12% drank at levels placing them at high risk of alcohol 
dependence. Obrien and Reznik (1988) sampled 1066 NSW police officers and found 
37% of male police were at risk drinkers. They also found 31% of NSW officers of both 
sexes were classified as binge drinkers.  
A study examining alcohol consumption across organisational environments 
(transport, health, metal fabrication, hospitality, emergency services) was conducted by 
the Victorian Occupational Health and Safety Commission (1992). The 137 police 
surveyed drank at rates above the survey group average, with 24% reporting drinking at 
hazardous or harmful levels. 
Findings such as these suggest that police do drink at levels above the general 
population. Is this due to the kind of individuals who enter the police service, or is there 
something about the organisation that encourages officers to drink? Research into police 
drinking has highlighted the impact of the workplace culture on drinking behaviour 
(Davey, Obst & Sheehan, 2000b, Dietrich & Smith, 1986, Shanahan, 1992). Culture has 
been defined as the learned and shared norms of behaviour.  Cultures are not universal; 
they emerge at different workplaces for different reasons and take distinct forms.  
Reference has been made by both researchers and police themselves of a culture 
conducive to a high level of alcohol consumption (Dietrich & Smith, 1986; Fenlon, Davey 
& Mann, 1997;  OHSC, 1992). Drinking subcultures are more likely when there is high 
teamwork, and peer pressure (Fillmore, 1990); where alcohol use is more closely 
integrated with the job and there is a more permissive attitude to drinking at lunch or on 
the job (Whitehead & Simpkins, 1983); and where the nature of the work leads to 
drinking after work with colleges as a means of relaxing, unwinding and debriefing 
(Shanahan, 1992). Fillmore (1990) also states that occupational identity (through 
camaraderie and/or mutual dependence) has implications for leisure time activities and 
drinking styles and attitudes. High coworker accessibility and high teamwork occurs in 
police and it could therefore be argued that an organisational drinking subculture is quite 
likely. This has been supported by research (e.g. Shanahan, 1992).  
The current study was designed to examine the influence of the police workplace 
on individuals drinking behaviours. The researchers endeavoured to overcome some of 
the methodological flaws associated with previous police research by tracking new 
recruits over a 12 month period. Baseline data of drinking levels prior to entering the 
police academy for training was obtained and allowed a comparison to be made with 
drinking levels after induction into the service. This study therefore attempts to explore 
the impact of joining the police service on individual drinking behaviour. 
 
Method 
Participants 
Two groups of police recruits in training formed the basis of the sample (n = 177). 
Group A were new recruits, surveyed on their first day in the academy (n = 100, 64 males 
and 36 females), and group B were trainee officers (n = 77) who had been the in academy 
for six months (49 males and 28 females). Both groups were surveyed on the same day. 
Group A were surveyed again after six months in the academy (n = 97) and again 12 
months after the first survey, after a further six months of field placement (n = 92). Group 
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B were surveyed again after six months field placement (n = 72).  Table 1 shows that the 
groups were comparable in terms of sex and age. 
 
Insert Table 1 
Measures 
 AUDIT.  The international version of the AUDIT  (Saunders, Aaslans, Amundsen,  
& Grant, 1993) was employed to asses the level of risk of harmful alcohol consumption 
within the police recruits. There are 10 items in the AUDIT which are classified into three 
domains, capturing a range of harms. The first domain (Q 1 to 3) measures the quantity 
and frequency of alcohol consumption and screens for possible risk of hazardous 
consumption. The second domain (Q 4 to 6) examines abnormal drinking behaviour, 
which may indicate early or established alcohol dependence. The third domain (Q 7 to 10) 
probes for negative consequences related to alcohol consumption.  
 Each question is scored from 0 to 4 with a cumulative range of 0 to 40. A total 
score of 8 to 12 indicates a risk of harmful consumption, a score of 13 or more indicates 
risk of dependence. A score of four or more for females and five or more for males in 
Domain 1 indicates risk of a hazardous level of drinking. A score of four or more in 
Domain 2 indicates risk of psychological or physical dependence; and a score of four or 
more in Domain 3 indicates risk of significant life problems due to excessive alcohol 
consumption. These cut offs were based on the AUDIT development study (Saunders, et 
al., 1993) and Centre for Drug and Alcohol Studies (1993). 
 Two additional questions were included in the questionnaire to indicate awareness 
of having a drinking problem. The first question asks the degree to which a person 
believes they have a drinking problem. The second question asks the degree of difficulty 
involved in cutting down or stopping alcohol consumption. These questions have been 
used in previous studies and were shown to be good brief indicators of awareness of 
possible problem drinking (e.g. Davey, Obst & Sheehan, 2000a; Lennings, Feeney, 
Sheehan, Young, McPherson & Tucker, 1997) . 
Procedure 
 On entering the police service new recruits spend the first six months living and 
training at a police academy. In developing the questionnaire to asses the drinking habits 
of recruits and their experiences at the Academy, focus groups were arranged with 40 
police recruits who had been at the Academy for six months. These officers were not part 
of either recruits surveyed. Following the meeting and subsequent discussions, a 
questionnaire was developed that related specifically to the experiences of recruits.  
The 10 AUDIT questions and two awareness questions comprised the body of the 
questionnaire. Participants' demographic details (age and gender) and various other 
academy related issues which will be examined in future papers were also included in the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered to recruits during class time. All 
recruits in attendance that day were invited to participate. Participants were informed that 
completion of the questionnaire was voluntary and that their responses were completely 
confidential and that no identifying marks would be made on their response sheets. Both 
groups completed the survey on the same day. Group A recruits were given the 
questionnaire on their first day at the academy, a follow-up questionnaire was given after 
six months training and final follow up questionnaire 12 months after the initial survey 
(i.e. after six months field placement). The questionnaire was given to Group B recruits 
after six months training in the academy and a follow-up questionnaire after they had 
done six months field placement. 
 Although this data is repeated measures data, due to confidentiality issues the 
questionnaires could not contain identification markings and as a result could not be 
matched over time. The data obtained from this procedure are therefore treated as between 
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groups data. While the authors acknowledge a loss in power by treating the data in this 
way, it would not increase the probability of Type 1 errors. The authors feel that 
guaranteeing complete confidentiality to recruits allowed for more open and honest 
answers, enhancing validity and in turn offsetting the loss of power.   
 
 
 
Results 
 
Table 2 shows the proportion of recruits at each survey time, falling into each 
AUDIT category. As can be seen risk of problem drinking and dependency increased with 
time in training. 
Insert Table 2 
 
 
To examine if length of time in police service had a significant effect on drinking 
behaviour, as measured by AUDIT scores, a four way ANOVA was run. Examination of 
the data via Levene's test of homogeneity of variance and normal probability plots, 
revealed that all assumptions of ANOVA were met. Due to their proven impact on 
drinking behaviour age and gender were also entered into the analysis as possible 
moderator variables. To ensure any possible differences between recruit groups did not 
impact on results, recruit group was also entered as a factor. Results showed that although 
a significant main effect of age emerged on total AUDIT scores (F (2, 404) = 6.12, p < 
.01), with 18-25 year olds (M = 7.05) scoring higher on AUDIT than 26 to 30 year olds 
(M = 6.01) or 31 to 40 year olds (M = 4.2), it did not significantly interact with any other 
variables. This indicates that age did not moderate the relationship between time in police 
service and AUDIT scores. The pattern of results were similar for both men and women, 
with no significant gender main effects or interactions emerging.  Finally no main effect 
or interaction involving recruit group emerged, indicating that no differences between 
recruit groups on the AUDIT scores emerged. Thus length of time in police service main 
effects are interpreted alone. Table 3 shows the mean scores on the AUDIT for both 
recruit groups. 
Length of time in service did significantly effect AUDIT scores (F (2, 404) = 3.72, 
p < .05). Post hoc examination via pairwise comparisons (familywise α < .05) shows that 
recruits mean AUDIT scores on the first day in the academy (M = 5.48, SE = .38) were 
significantly less than the mean scores after 6 months training (M = 6.77, SE = .36) or 
twelve months training (M = 6.90, SE = .42). The difference between six and twelve 
months training did not emerge as significant. Figure 1 shows the mean AUDIT scores for 
each time category. 
Insert Figure 1. 
A MANOVA was utilised to examine the effect of length of time in the police 
service on the separate AUDIT domains. Again age and sex were entered as possible 
moderator variables and recruits group as a possible extraneous variable.  Examination of 
the data showed that although scores on Domains 2 and 3 were somewhat positively 
skewed, assumptions for this procedure were met or considered robust. Multivariate 
results were the same as those detailed above. A main effect of age emerged (Wilks' F  (6, 
808) = 7.23, p < .001), but it did not significantly interact with sex or time in service. No 
sex or recruit group main effects or interactions emerged. Length in service did have a 
significant multivariate effect on AUDIT domain scores (Wilks' F  (6, 804) = 4.41, p < 
.001). Univariately these results showed a similar pattern as seen in Table 2. As recruit 
group,  sex and age did not interact with time in service and therefore did not moderate its 
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relationship with AUDIT domain scores, again the time main effects are explored alone. 
Table 3 shows the mean scores on the AUDIT for both recruit groups and Table 4 shows 
the univariate results. 
Insert  Table 3 and Insert Table 4. 
Post Hoc analysis of the time main effect via pairwise comparisions (familywise α 
< .05) revealed that in Domain 1 (Drinking Quantity and Frequency)  recruits on their first 
day at the academy scored lower (M = 4.45, SE = .28 ) than at six months (M = 5.33, SE 
= .24) or twelve months into training (M = 4.83, SE = .26). However recruits at twelve 
months scored lower than at six months into training. In Domain 2 (Abnormal Drinking 
Behaviour) recruits on their first day at the academy scored lower (M = 0.78, SE = .15) 
than at six months  (M = 1.10, SE = .13) or twelve months into training (M = 1.45, SE = 
.16). In Domain 3 (Negative Life Consequences) recruits at twelve months (M = 0.61, SE 
= .005) scored higher than at six months into training (M = .35, SE = .006) or on their first 
day at the academy (M = 0.25, SE = .008) (see Figure 2).  
Insert Figure 2 
 
Awareness of Problem Drinking 
To asses differences between length of service on the awareness of problem 
drinking questions, two one-way ANOVAS were conducted with post hoc tests via 
Tukey's HSD with family wise error rate held at α < .05. Examination of the data showed 
that although scores were somewhat positively skewed, assumptions for this procedure 
were met or considered robust. Results showed a significant time of service effect for both 
acknowledgment of a drinking problem (F (2, 433)  = 5.54, p < .01) and the ability to stop 
drinking (F (2, 433)  = 17.93, p < .001).  The recruits after twelve months training were 
more likely to report having a drinking problem (M = 1.38, SE = .003) than on their first 
day at the academy (M = 1.05, SE = .002) or six months into training (M = 1.09, SE = 
.004). The same pattern was seen for the ability to stop "drinking in the next three 
months". The recruits after twelve months training were more likely to report not being 
able to stop drinking  (M = 1.91, SE = .007) than on their first day at the academy (M = 
1.15, SE = .006) or six months into training (M = 1.26, SE = .009). 
 
Discussion 
Results show that entering the police service was associated with increased risk of 
harmful drinking. Six percent of new recruits displayed a risk of serious dependency when 
assessed on their first day at the academy, this increased to 13 percent after six months 
and 16 percent after 12 months in the police service.  
Due to their proven impact on drinking behaviour, age and gender were entered 
into all analyses as possible moderator variables. As expected, results indicated that age 
did impact on drinking behaviour with younger recruits displaying higher levels of risky 
drinking. Interestingly sex did not, with males and females displaying similar drinking 
behaviour. Neither age nor sex moderated the influence of length of time in service on 
drinking, with the time effect being similar across age groups and sex.  
Length of time in service did significantly effect recruits drinking behaviour. 
When surveyed on their first day at the academy recruits showed significantly lower 
levels of at risk drinking behaviour than the subsequent six and twelve months follow up 
surveys. Considering that the same recruits were followed through their police training, 
these results indicate that induction into the police service is a contributing factor to 
increased risky drinking behaviour. A major aspect of this induction process is the 
enculturation into the police service. This enculturation is possibly intensified by the fact 
the new recruits train and live at the academy during this initial six month period. These 
results indicate that this enculturation may encourage alcohol consumption.  
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The authors acknowledge that apart from the transition into the police service, 
other factors, such as changes in job status, income and family issues may have been 
operating.  However it is unlikely that all recruits were experiencing such changes in their 
lives. Thus while some of the variance may be explained by other factors, the authors feel 
confident in suggesting that induction into the police service is a contributing factor to the 
increased levels of alcohol consumption seen in this study.  
This overall pattern differed slightly when the domains assessed by the AUDIT 
were examined separately.   In Domain 1, which examines drinking quantity and 
frequency, recruits surveyed on their first day at the academy reported drinking less 
frequently and in less quantities than when surveyed either six or 12 months into their 
training. This suggests that joining the police service did raise the frequency and amount 
of alcohol consumption of individual recruits. Interestingly those surveyed at 12 months 
reported drinking with less frequency and in less quantity than those only six months into 
training. This shows that individual recruits' drinking habits increased quite quickly 
during their residential time at the academy (i.e. the first six months of training). This 
suggests that the academy itself through its enculturation process may lay the foundation 
for higher levels of drinking. Twelve months after entry, when recruits had worked in the 
field for six months, there was a reduction in recruits drinking.  Over this period recruits 
also leave the confines of living in the academy and move back into the community. 
However drinking levels over this time remained significantly higher than on entry to the 
police service. Research into what occurs in the academy to produce these initial changes, 
could have major implications for early intervention programs. 
Results in Domain 2, which examines abnormal drinking behaviours and the risk 
of alcohol dependency, revealed that as recruits progressed through training so did their 
risk of dependency. This increased risk is despite the reduction in frequency noted 
between six months in the academy and the following six months in the field. In Domain 
3, which examines negative consequences associated with risky drinking behaviour, the 
impact was not seen until 12 months into training. Those surveyed after twelve months 
reported more negative consequences than on intake or six months in the academy. This 
suggests that the negative consequences associated with risky drinking are not evident for 
some time after drinking levels have increased.  The increase in risk of both dependency 
and negative consequences after twelve months, despite the drop in frequency while 
recruits are on field placement, may indicate a change in the nature of drinking. Perhaps 
drinking becomes similar to that of operational recruits who report high rates of binge 
drinking (McNeil & Wilson, 1993). Further research is needed to shed light on such 
changes in drinking patterns.   
In line with these results, which highlight the increased risk of dependency and 
negative consequences, recruits after 12 months were more likely to report having a 
drinking problem than they were on their first day at the academy. The same pattern was 
seen for the self-reported ability to stop drinking. Recruits 12 months into training were 
more likely to report not being able to stop drinking than on their first day at the academy. 
This indicates a potential for further intervention as research has shown that awareness of 
the problem is the first step to recovery (Centre for Drug and Alcohol Studies, 1993). 
In terms of the study's methodology, there are several limitations, which the 
authors have attempted to address. The first concerns the pooling of the results from two 
groups of recruits. The recruit groups analysed were randomly selected. Analyses were 
conducted to check for differences in the groups in terms of age, gender and AUDIT 
scores and no significant differences emerged. Further all analyses were run on the groups 
separately and the results showed the same patterns in both groups. In this light the 
authors felt in the interest of clarity and parsimony, presenting the combined results was 
the most acceptable solution. Also the fact that the surveys were given to both groups at 
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the same time controls for any secular trends. The second issue is to do with drop outs 
over time. Group A originally contained 100 recruits, 97 filled out the second survey and 
90 the third. Group B reduced from 77 recruits to 72 at the second survey. Due to the 
nature of the methodology it was impossible to identify who the drop outs were. To 
ensure the dropouts were not unduly influencing the results, a worst case scenario 
approach was taken which presumed the dropouts were those with the lowest AUDIT 
scores. The pattern of the results remained the same, thus the authors presented the 
original analysis. Finally a comparison control group was not included in the 
methodology. The authors acknowledge that this places limitations on the interpretation 
of results. However the collection of pre police service baseline data provides strong 
evidence on which to base future research.     
Through the use of longitudinal methodology these results offer strong evidence of 
how induction and enculturation into the police service impact on individuals' drinking 
behaviour. Research into what aspects of the enculturation process aid in this increase in 
risky drinking behaviour will shed further light on this area. 
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Table 1. 
Breakdown of Sample by Sex and Age  
Group Sex 18-25yrs 26-30yrs 31+ yrs Total 
A New Recruits Male 40   (40%) 16  (16%) 8    (8%) 64  (64%) 
 Female 31   (31%) 3    (3%) 2    (2%) 36  (36%) 
 Total 71   (71%) 19  (19%) 10  (10%) 100 (100%) 
 
B Six Mths Academy 
 
Male 
 
36   (45%) 
 
6    (8%) 
 
7    (9%) 
 
49  (64%) 
 Female 22   (28%) 3    (4%) 3    (4%) 28  (36%) 
 Total 58   (75%) 9    (12%) 10  (13%) 77   (100%) 
Total N  129  28   20   177 
Note: Percentages are % of each group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. 
Percentage of New Recruits in Each AUDIT Risk Category 
 
 
Time in Police Service 
Audit Category 
Low Risk            Risk of Problem       Risk Dependency 
First Day              (n = 100) 73% (n = 73) 21%  (n = 21) 6%   (n = 6) 
6 mths Training    (n = 171) 62% (n = 106) 25%  (n = 42) 13% (n = 23) 
12 mths Training  (n = 154) 58% (n = 89) 26%  (n = 40) 16%  (n = 25) 
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Table 3. 
Mean Scores for Each Recruits Group on the AUDIT and AUDIT Domains 
 
Recruit 
Group 
Time Mean 
AUDIT 
Total 
(SD) 
Mean 
AUDIT 
Domain 1 
(SD)     
Mean 
AUDIT 
Domain 2 
(SD) 
Mean 
AUDIT  
Domain 3 
(SD) 
A First Day (n=100) 5.48 (3.4) 4.45 (2.7) 0.78  (1.5) 0.25 (.59) 
A 6 Months Training (n =97) 6.59 (4.8) 5.16 (3.1) 1.09 (1.7) 0.32 (.84) 
B 6 Months Training (n = 77) 6.97 (5.2) 5.50 (3.2) 1.11 (1.6) 0.38 (.70) 
Total 6 Months Training (n = 174) 6.78 (4.6) 5.33 (3.1) 1.10 (1.7) 0.35 (.78) 
A 1 2 Months Training (n = 92) 6.69 (4.4) 4.67 (3.1) 1.40 (2.0) 0.60 (.95) 
B 1 2 Months Training (n = 72) 7.10 (5.2) 4.99 (3.3) 1.50 (2.1) 0.62 (.98) 
Total 1 2 Months Training (n = 164) 6.90 (4.7) 4.83 (3.2) 1.45 (2.1) 0.61 (.82) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4 
Results of Univariate F Tests for AUDIT Domains. 
 
Variable  Domain F  Eta2 
Time (2, 406) Domain 1 2.58* .015 
 Domain 2 5.08** .034 
 Domain 3 3.24* .023 
 
Sex (1, 406) 
 
Domain 1 
 
1.34 
 
.018 
 Domain 2 0.54 .003 
 Domain 3 0.44 .002 
 
Age (2, 406) 
 
Domain 1 
 
3.61* 
 
.034 
 Domain 2 4.41* .032 
 Domain 3 5.01* .030 
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 
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Figure 1. 
Mean AUDIT Score of Recruits by Length of Time In Service 
(Error bars represent 1standard error above and below the mean) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.  
Time Main Effects on Domain 1, 2 and 3 AUDIT Scores 
 
(Error bars represent 1standard error above and below the mean) 
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